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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 


On February 9, 1988, the federal government announced the 
Seniors Initiative to "provide increased opportunities for 
seniors to be full members and active participants in their 


communities" (Government of Canada, 1988). 


As part of this program, the National Advisory Council on 
Aging received additional funding and staff to expand its policy 
advice and research activities. Given the thrust of the Seniors 
Initiative in "ensuring that seniors in Canada have a direct 
voice in government" (Ibid.), NACA initiated a study to define 
the nature and scope of the barriers encountered by seniors in 
maintaining an independent life style in their communities. 
"Tndependent living" or "independent life style" in this study 
referred to the subjective perception of being able to carry out 
life".s activities within a@ normal. community setting and of having 


access to choices about those activities. 


To carry out this study, NACA adopted a three-pronged 
approach. After a comprehensive literature review, a national 
consultation was undertaken concerning the barriers to 
independent living encountered by seniors in the community as 
perceived by individual seniors, by seniors' associations and by 
those who work with or for seniors, whether professionals or non- 


professionals. 


The vehicle for the national consultation was a mail-in 
questionnaire sent out through the network of individual 
seniors, seniors' associations, newspapers and other 
publications as well as the professional associations with which 


NACA maintains regular contact. 


Finally, a focus group review was undertaken with a group of 


experts from across Canada. 


As a result of this study, NACA identified seven problem 
areas that were of primary importance in the current Canadian 
context. These problem areas represented conditions or situations 
that made living independently difficult or that were perceived 
to threaten independence or limit choices. They were, in order of 


importance, the following: 


Ls physical health, in particular, sensory loss (hearing 
and vision impairment), musculoskeletal and joint 
disorders (arthritis and osteoporosis), pain, 


incontinence and problems related to the improper use 


of medication; 


as emotional or mental well-being, in Darticularn, 


loneliness, anxiety or fear, depression and dementia; 


transportation and mobility, in particular, the general 
lack of accessible transportation for seniors, 
environmental conditions making it difficult for 
seniors to go out, special problems of handicapped 


seniors and special problems of rural seniors; 


community-based support services, in particular, the 
inadequate quantity of services, the inadequate 
accessibility and coordination of services and problems 
related to the selection and training of service- 


providers; 


safety and security, in particular, anxiety and fears 
about such things as fires, accidents or assaults and 


lack of knowledge about safety measures and devices; 


housing, in particular, housing that is not adapted to 
seniors' needs, the lack of affordable housing, the 
high cost of home maintenance and property taxes and 
the lack of innovative choices in residential 


arrangements; 


communication and information, in particular, the lack 


of information about how to get needed services and 


information and communication barriers due to language, 


subture and physical disabilities. 


Based on this study, NACA identified seven areas where 
actions are required to reduce or remove these barriers. These 
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fe) providing an enabling environment through community- 
based services; including wellness clinics, that 
emphasize prevention and provide a continuum of care 
for seniors; through assessments for home care carried 
out.by multidisciplinary teams; through a varietyvoL 
housing options that support independent living; 
through access to affordable assistive devices; through 
transportation services that meet seniors' needs; and 
through improved conditions for senior pedestrians, 


transit users and drivers. 


fe) promoting research, evaluation and planning, in 
particular, ensuring that the goal in planning and 
providing services to seniors is the promotion of 
seniors' independence; promoting research to provide 
accurate projections of the future needs of the aging 
population; promoting multidisciplinary research in the 
field of aging; assuring a high level of coordination 


between the authorities responsible for housing, 


social and health services; planning pilot projects to 
test and evaluate improved service coordination 


systems. 


ensuring adequate training for service-providers by 
establishing national guidelines to assure appropriate 
gerontological and geriatric training for those who 
provide services to seniors; by providing training 
through appropriate institutions to professionals so 
they are able to work effectively in multidisciplinary 
teams; by providing special training for those who work 
Girectly or indirectly with disabled seniors so that 
these seniors' remaining capacities are recognized and 
their independence and decision-making capacities are 


promoted. 


organizing needed services by assuring that at least 
one hospital in each region has an adequate geriatric 
assessment and rehabilitation service; by providing 
short-term care beds in every community to avoid any 
precipitous decision to request admission into an 

ines lLvutonyeby) promoting periodic Mul tidisci pliinary 
assessment and individualized care plans as standard 
procedures in all institutional and community settings; 
by making every effort to rehabilitate seniors to help 


them reintegrate into the community if possible; by 


providing adequate and affordable ig Sbit uti onal care 
for those suffering from Alzheimer's Disease when home 


care is no longer possible. 


supporting the informal network by helping family 
caregivers to recognize the abilities of the senior to 
profit from training for independent living skills; by 
paying the out-of-pocket expenses incurred by 
volunteers, aS appropriate; by providing counselling 
and independent living skills training to the 
caregivers of mentally or physically disabled seniors, 
especially the caregivers of those suffering from 
Alzheimer's Disease; by offering informal caregivers 
concrete assistance; by assessing the needs of the 
spouses and cohabitants of those in long-term and 
terminal care facilities as well as the recently 
widowed and their families, and offering them 
counselling, peer support and other services as 
required; by offeringrcounsed bingutoretinic. Seniors auc 
their families to help them adapt successfully to life 


in Canada. 


providing information and public education by promoting 
a positive image of seniors; by informing seniors about 


the ways they can initiate activities to improve their 


quality of life and about services available to them; 
by making sure they understand the pros and cons of 
various housing options to support their independent 
living; by promoting better communication between 
seniors and health professionals; and by assisting 
ethnic seniors whose language is neither French nor 
English to acquire adequate linguistic fluency in one 
of the two official languages so they can communicate 
their ideas and needs and make use of the information 


they receive. 


fe) maximizing seniors' ability to choose by encouraging 
seniors to take an active role in planning for their 
future and assuring their own security; by encouraging 
planning councils and service evaluators to see that 
seniors have appropriate input in their activities; by 


respecting a@ Senior’s right to Jive" aterisk'™. 


This study presents a "view from the inside" of the barriers 
to their independence that seniors are experiencing in Canadian 
communities. NACA hopes this report will promote a greater 
awareness and understanding of seniors' issues, provoke useful 


discussion and inspire effective action. 


There is clearly great potential for seniors, even those who 


Brew seoled or frail, to continue living in the .community,.if 


the barriers that have been identified here are dealt with 


effectively. 


Although the study does not assign specific responsibilities 
for carrying out any suggestion for action, NACA urges interested 
readers, including seniors, seniors' associations, service 
providers, community leaders and representatives of the various 
levels of government to respond to the suggestions that they find 
pertinent and implement them in their sphere of activity. It is 
also essential that these individuals, agencies and associations, 
who too often work independently of one another and without 
consultation, recognize the need for and, in fact, undertake 


collaborative action to better meet the needs of seniors. 


Such a reaction would be a fitting outcome to the impressive 
contribution of Canadian seniors and service-providers in 
identifying the problems facing seniors and the ways of promoting 


the independence that enhances seniors' Gualasty so mmbiage 
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